AN AFL-CIO PROGRAM 
TO END NINETEENTH CENTURY POVERTY 
IN TWENTIETH CENTURY RURAL AMERICA 


The Problem In Detail 
America's basic industry is agriculture. 


Here at the foundation of our society we are affected by a deep sickness that must concern 
all Americans. The labor movement for more than a generation has supported every legisla- 
tive and community program designed to improve the agricultural economy and assure the 
nation's farmers prosperity and security. 


However, hidden from the view of most Americans the agricultural industry encloses a vast 
tragedy which engulfs two million hired farm workers. 


The plight of these American workers and their families trapped in a treadmill beyond help 
by conventional measures has moved a number of distinguished Americans led by Dr. Frank P. 
Graham, former president of the University of North Carolina and U.S. Senator from that 
state, and A. Philip Randolph, Vice President of the AFL-CIO and President of the Sleeping 
Car Porters, to organize a National Advisory Committee on Farm Labor. This committee seeks 
to make an entry into the twentieth century for the men and women and children who make up 
the families of wage workers on the farm. 


At impressive public hearings in Washington during the first week of February of this year, 
this committee revealed to the American people the full extent to which a nineteenth 
century poverty grips the hired workers who plant, cultivate and harvest the nation's farm 
products. 


Toward the attainment of the objectives of this committee of distinguished Americans, 
organized labor has pledged its full cooperation. The AFL-CIO will use its own resources 
and calls upon its affiliated organizations to give every possible assistance: manpower, 
understanding, help in mobilizing public support for hired farm workers, active endorse- 
ment and support for constructive federal and state legislative programs, and most important 
of all -- manifestations of solidarity in support of the forthcoming drive to secure for 
farm workers the benefits of union organization. 


To carry out the program outlined herein, the Executive Council of the AFL-CIO at a recent 
meeting authorized the President of AFL-CIO to appoint a Committee on Hired Farm Labor to 
mobilize the resources of organized labor and to cooperate with the National Advisory 
Committee on Farm Labor in a plan to end nineteenth century poverty in twentieth century 
rural America. 


At the same time, the Executive Council of the AFL-CIO assessed its 137 national and inter- 
national unions containing 13% million members, l¢ per member a month which, among other 
matters of importance, will be used "to institute large scale organizing campaigns, 
particularly with respect to agricultural workers throughout the country." 


The AFL-CIO will also appoint a director of organization for the campaign among hired farm 


workers and assign organizers in selected areas to assist farm workers in building their 
union. 


The Economic and Social Setting 


During the last generation, the major developments within the American society have been 
mirrored in an extreme form within the agricultural economy. 
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Increases in productivity in the farm sector have outrun even the spectacular advances 
made in the factory economy. For instance, farm output per man hour has increased by over 
50 per cent since 1945, while real hourly wages of hired farm workers have been reduced in 
the same period. 


The extension and concentration of corporate control over our national economy has preceded 
at a more accelerated pace on the land than in the factory. Today, a typical farm worker 

is not a hired hand on a family-owned farm but an employee of a large corporation. Farm 
operations are increasingly business undertakings by giant stock corporations which in 
general are controlled by the same one per cent of the population who run the nation's 
other massive monopoly enterprises. 


Technological advances and mechanization, plus industrialization, plus the reduction of | 
farming to business enterprise without any countervailing movement for social justice, 1 
have together generated a work force of two million hired farm laborers which for the most 
part works in a blue-sky sweatshop. 


No law guarantees hired farm workers the right to organize into unions so they can seek 
justice through collective bargaining. 


No law guarantees hired farm workers a minimum wage so that with few exceptions they live 
in unrelieved poverty. 


Loopholes in the immigration laws and in their administration have been exploited to put 
farm workers into an oppressive competition for a livelihood with even more desperate 
imported contract workers, themselves the victims of an infamous traffic in human misery. 


Children are victimized as well as adults, are deprived of their childhoods, their right 
to learn, and their right to mature. 


No maximum hours laws stand between the hired farm worker and total exhaustion from long 
hours of labor in the fields. 


What significant rules and regulations have been enacted to provide him with the semblance 
of social security or compensation in the event of a work injury are often ignored. 


In what has been called the affluent society two million hired farm workers live in poverty. 


Here is the statistical context for the economic degradation which is the shameful reality 
in the sub-basement of the American society: 


Of America's 2,000,000 hired farm workers -- 700,000 work 150 days a year 
for the same employer (48 per cent on farms of more than 1,900 acres); 


Average annual wage for these workers in the last year for which informa- 
tion is available was $892 (for both farm and off-the-farm work) $738 
(farm work only); 


1,000,000 of these workers are seasonal; 
More than 400,000 are contract laborers legally imported chiefly from 


Mexico with others coming from the Bahamas, the British West Indies, 
Japan and the Philippines. 


During the last year the poverty of hired farm workers which is a running sore in the 
economy during good times as well as bad, has been made worse by the pressure of 4,000,000 
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or more unemployed workers from urban areas, many of whom are themselves in some degree 
products of America's rural slums. 


The poverty of the farm workers condemns his family to sickness, to hunger, to physical 
discomfort, and to life in a rural slum from generation to generation. 


The inability of farm workers to become full economic citizens of the nation denies 
American industries a market for their products which could provide workers with jobs, 
business men with profits, the nation itself with the skills and effective intelligence 
of additional well-paid workers. 


Family farmers now driven into a desperate corner by the pressure of giant corporation 
farm enterprises are victimized further by the necessity to compete with the low wages 
of hired farm workers. 


During the period of 1947 to 1957, the total number of independent family owned and oper- 
ated farms decreased by 1.1 million. At the same time, the number of larger factory type 
farms has increased by more than 30,000 units and they now produce in excess of 30 per 
cent of the total farm product sold on the market. Latest census figures reveal that 
these larger farms account for over one-third of the tilled land in the United States and 
two-thirds of all the farm land in the western states. 


A Program To End The Blue-Sky Sweatshop 


Now it is proposed that this challenge to the conscience of America be answered by a four- 
goal attack on America's shameful open-air sweatshops. 


l. Enforce Existing Laws 


The first goal recognizes that the recent election has created an atmosphere in all 
political parties which makes it possible to insist that existing laws dealing with hired 
farm workers be enforced. While this advance, if achieved, by itself will not solve the 
problems of the economically orphaned rural workers of. America immediately, this measure 
of justice would mitigate some of the harshness of child labor, would end the displace- 
ment of American workers by imported contract workers, would soften the impact of farm 
injuries, and alleviate family insecurity. 


2. Enact Long Overdue Legislative Remedies 


The second goal assumes that the Congress and the legislatures of the country if they are 
presented the arresting facts can be persuaded to enact laws meeting the specific injustice 
done to hired farm workers by past omissions. 


3. Mobilize Public Opinion 


The third goal depends on the belief that the continuance of rural slums and sweatshops 
would not be tolerated if the American people knew the true situation. It is proposed 
that a compelling public relations program present the facts to the people of the country 
with an inescapable drama so that the public responsibility for this underdeveloped colony 
of people within our own borders is avowed. 


4. Help Them Help Themselves 


The fourth goal invokes the principle of self-help, that is, that the hired farm workers 
be enabled to organize into unions for the purpose of engaging in collective bargaining 

with their employers on the large industrial type farms known as factories in the fields. 
Then through their own efforts, as American workers have done in practically every other 
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industry, they can take hold of the dynamics of the society and improve their situation from 
year to year in an advance toward security, citizenship and economic well-being. Thus, by 
their own determination they can at last realize and express their God-given human dignity. 


Enforce Existing Laws 


Under Public Law 78, before contract laborers may be brought to the United States, the 
Department of Labor is required to certify that no supply of American workers is available 
to meet an existing need. The enforcement of the intent of this provision alone would end 
the cynical mockery under which the U.S. government authorizes the importation of workers 
in the name of a non-existent labor shortage at a time there are Americans unemployed and 
anxious to work. 


Importers of contract laborers themselves admit they seek people from outside the United 
States who are willing to work for less wages than any American would accept and in working 
and living conditions no American would tolerate. The importation of foreign workers under 
the conditions existing today is primarily designed to depress wages and working conditions 
for all hired farm workers whether they are American citizens or nationals of another 4 
country. The conscientious enforcement of regulations which now apply to prevailing wage 
determinations, to health, to housing, and to the working conditions of contract workers 

would tend to reduce considerably the disparity between the sweated wages of imported 

workers and a pay scale that is acceptable to American farm laborers. 


The Labor Department should act immediately to deal with what Secretary of Labor Mitchell 
has himself called the most "flagrant violations" of the nation's child labor law. The 
Social Security Administration should pick up immediately its obligation to enforce that 
part of the Social Security law which applies to hired farm workers. 


In the separate states the laws dealing with the health and safety of farm workers, the 
laws providing them with minimum compensation in the event of a work injury, the health and 
sanitation regulations which apply to all persons, the school regulations, all demand en- 
forcement as a matter of public decency. The failure to maintain the standard of decency 
the law requires, encourages a competition in misery which compels even well-intentioned 
farm operators to conform to the jungle-like inhumanity of the conscienceless. 


Inadequate existing safety rules and lax enforcement have made agriculture one of the 
nation's most deadly industries with a high total of fatal accidents. 


Enact Laws To Protect America's Disinherited Families 


To deny the workers of our industrialized society the protection of the law in the exercise 
of their right to organize and to bargain collectively is to condemn them to an existence 
in an untouchable economic caste. The equivalent of slavery and serfdom in today's corpo- 
rate economy is to be an unorganized worker. Congress must immediately extend to hired 
farm workers employed in the factories in the fields the protections of the National Labor 
Relations Act. 


Not one of the dire predictions of disaster that preceded the enactment of the Fair Labor 
Standards Law in 1938 has come true. In the years that have followed the original pro- 
mulgation of the law, millions of workers have discovered the law to be a first rung on 
the ladder to true participation in American life. Hired farm workers, the worst-off 
people in the nation, the most cruelly oppressed economically, need the protection of the 
minimum wage-hour provisions of the Fair Labor Standards Act. 


Furthermore, their children need absolute guarantees against exploitation. The child labor 
clauses of the Fair Labor Standards Act must be strengthened and properly enforced. 


Without the full protection of the nation's Social Security legislation, any group of low- 
paid workers must inevitably become a self-perpetuating class of chronically indigent. To 
realize the purposes for which the Social Security Law was originally enacted and in justice 
to farm workers, all the provisions of the Social Security laws, including unemployment 
compensation, should be applied to all farm workers. 


Present placement services now operated by the U.S. Department of Labor and some states are 
inadequate in outlook and operation. To stabilize and regularize employment on the nation's 
farms, Congress and the states should provide for a farm placement service whose first 
responsibility is the welfare of farm workers and whose goal should be the reorganization 

of work arrangements to provide the job stability that is essential for proper family life 
and full citizenship. 


A placement service for hired farm workers must be based on the following procedure: 


1. Provision for the full employment of all available resident workers in each 
agricultural area. 


2. A program for the recruitment, transportation and placement of citizen migrant 
farm workers on temporary farm jobs where there are actual shortages of workers 
for harvesting crops. 


3. The traffic in human beings based on the relative poverty of foreign workers 
must be ended. No importation of such workers should be permitted to occur 
until all available resident farm workers and domestic farm workers have been 
placed on U.S. farm jobs. Present importation programs should be halted until 
adequate standards are established for American citizens engaged in farm work, 
and revived only to meet actual labor shortages that cannot otherwise be met. 


It is known by agencies of government that the United States as a whole has a large surplus 
of manpower, under-employed and impoverished in its rural areas. If the public and Congress 
are made aware of this situation they will not tolerate the double-edged cruelty of a labor 
program based on the use of substandard wages, working and living conditions to degrade 

and exploit both native and foreign workers employed on U.S. farms. 


To Inform The American People 


So that the farm worker can properly present his claim to the American community for 
economic justice, it is proposed that a public relations program be undertaken which will -- 


First, make full use of the facilities of the National Advisory Committee on Farm Labor to 
put the plight of the hired farm workers before all Americans. Help enlist the interest of 
reporters, writers, workers in TV and radio, and thus break the long silence and fully 
report events on this most important front in the struggle for social justice within our 
country. 


The National Advisory Committee on Farm Labor can put these activities in motion by utiliz- 
ing existing organizations operating on local as well as a national basis. Support can be 
mobilized through church organizations, schools, colleges, civic and social welfare 
agencies, to the end that the good will and human decency of American community leaders 
may be aroused. 


The moral issues in this campaign are clear enough so that support from the pulpits of the 
country will be forthcoming for the asking. 


The AFL-CIO can cooperate with this group of distinguished Americans and bring to the 
attention of the 17 million organized workers and their families, the story of the nation's 
farm workers and their struggles for justice. 
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Pamphlets, posters, inexpensive films, speech notes, fact sheets, discussion outlines, a 
news service, taped radio programs, will, of course, have to be provided, but with an 
impetus from the leadership of the labor movement, the most valuable lines of communication 
can be utilized almost immediately. For example, each union meeting, class, and institute 
on whatever level offers an immediate forum. The present union staffs with very little 
effort and at no loss in time or effort on their present assignment can be enabled to con- 
tribute to the total effort immediately and effectively. Precious time on existing union 
radio and TV programs can support this program and the other objectives of the labor move- 
ment simultaneously. Valuable space in labor union publications can be had for the asking. 
Publications like the FEDERATIONIST and the AFL-CIO NEWS especially can give a high initial 
momentum to the information program. 


Second, give recognition to the fact that the very few non-union people who have worked 


with the families of farm workers have been for the most part priests, ministers, or re- t 
ligious lay workers. The information program should second their efforts by cooperating 
with religious organizations and by making use of religious publications to publish the d 


facts about rural workers in the churches and synagogues. 


When possible, priests and ministers who have worked with farm laborers should be urged 
to undertake extended speaking tours. 


Third, the Congress of the United States must be persuaded to hold hearings on rural 
poverty, not as in the past for the purpose of producing statistics to prove what is well 
known, but rather to develop a national program aimed at making the workers on the farm 
equal in economic status to those employed in other industry. 


Fourth, the nation's remaining family farmers must be helped to understand that they will 
gain economically and socially to the same degree that farm workers achieve improvements 
in their way of life, and that opposition to a program for farm workers is not in their 
true interest, but at best a disservice to the very economic agencies which threaten their 
survival. 


Fifth, an effort must be made to persuade the management of the larger farms to understand 
that over any significant period their operations too will be more efficient and more 
profitable as the result of adequate wages and decent working conditions for the field 
workers, for this innovation on the corporate farms will give an additional impetus to the 
development of an improved technology just as it has in the nation's other industries. 


Sixth, public hearings must be begun on the laws which would extend unemployment insurance, 

the right to organize, and fair wage standards to farm workers. These hearings should be 
conducted in the areas where the affected workers live so that the reality and the need 

are presented to the Congress not in abstractions but by people. ) 


Seventh, the men, women and children themselves must be enabled to present themselves and H 
their situation alive before state legislatures, public meetings in the major American 
cities, the Congress, and over TV and radio. 


Eighth, by utilizing the vast resources of the labor movement, the schools and colleges, 
social agencies, and the churches, the National Advisory Committee on Farm Labor should be 
rooted through state and local committees in every sizable community in the country. 


Ninth, individual legislators in the Congress and the state legislatures should be encour- 
aged to put into the proceedings of their legislative bodies, personal testimony on the 
national need to bring farm workers into American communities as full citizens. 


WHAT THE FARM WORKER CAN DO TO HELP HIMSELF 


Read and understand the above program. Talk to other farm workers about it. Get as many 
farm workers as you can to agree to join the Union. Do not wait for AFL-CIO to send an 
organizer to your community or area. An outside organizer can assist, but only farm workers 
who need and want a union can organize the hired farm worker. 


Here is the way to form a Local Union: 


First. Get 7 or more good men and women whose homes are in your community or area and 
who work for wages on one or more farms, to agree to join and set up a Local Union. 


Second. Call together the workers who want to join the Union and talk it over. Such a 
meeting can be held at someone's home, some other union's hall, a church, a school, a vacant 
lot, or even out in the fields. 


Third. At the first meeting elect an acting president, a vice president and a secretary- 
treasurer to serve as officers of your Local Union until such a time as you get your charter 
and your Local Union is in business. 


Fourth. Ask each farm worker who wants to join the Local Union to pay an initiation fee 
of $2, and to sign the application for a charter. Have the worker who has been elected 
acting secretary-treasurer, collect each worker's joining fee. 


Fifth. Have the acting secretary-treasurer send in the charter application along with a 
post office money order for $15 to the National Agricultural Workers Union AFL-CIO, 

2022 P St. N.W., Washington 6, D.C., and a charter, membership cards, receipt books and 
supplies will be sent within two weeks. (If you don't collect the full amount of $15 at 
your first meeting, send in what you collect, the charter will be sent anyway and the new 
Local Union can send the balance in later when you get more farm workers to join and pay 
their initiation fees.) 


The National Union will bond the member you elect as Secretary-Treasurer of your Local 
Union in the amount of $500. The cost of the surety bond for the first year is included 
in the $15 paid as the charter fee for the Local Union. The names of all of the workers 
who sign the charter application at the first meeting will be on the charter. 


Sixth. Appoint an organizing committee, get every member who has joined to become an 
organizer. Sign up every farm worker who needs and wants to join your Local Union. Tell 
every worker who joins that when the Local Union is in business and is ready to place its 
members on jobs and negotiate contracts with farm employers, he will be requested to pay 
membership dues each and every month. All he is asked to pay now is the joining fee of 
$2.00. The amount of initiation fees and monthly dues will be fixed by the Local Union 
in line with the dues charged by other farm worker local unions in your area and state. 


Seventh. When the Local Union has been set up and the majority of farm workers in your 
community or area are signed up as members, a representative of the National Agricultural 
Workers Union will be sent to help set up a "hiring hall" so your members can be placed on 
the best paying farm jobs for which they are qualified. A seniority list will be worked 
out, contracts with farm employers will be sought. Members of the farm workers union will 
be protected and secure benefits just like workers do in industries. This will not be 
easy, but it can be done in time if the farm workers will join the Local Union and stick 
together through good times and bad. 
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CHARTER APPLICATION 
Fill Out and Mail To 
NATIONAL AGRICULTURAL WORKERS UNION AFL-CIO 
We, the undersigned, hereby make application to the National Agricultural Workers Union 


AFL-CIO for a charter as a local union. 


Amount of 
Name of Charter Members Address of Members Fee Paid 


The headquarters of this Local shall be located in or near the town of 


in the County of State of 


The name of the Local is 


The officers' names and addresses are as follows: (Check X whether acting or 
permanent officers have been elected.) 
The Officers' Names Are: (Give correct address, street & number or route and box number) 
PRESIDENT: 

Name Address Town and State 
VICE-PRES: 

Name Address Town and State 
SEC'Y-TREAS: 


Name Address Town and State 


| 
| 
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MEMBERSHIP APPLICATION LIST 


We, the undersigned, hereby authorize the National Agricultural Workers Union AFL-CIO to 
represent each of us in all matters of jobs, wages and working conditions on farms. 


Address of Worker: Street & Amount of 
Number or Rt. & Box No. & Initiation 
Name of Worker Town and State Fee Paid 


If needed, attach another sheet of paper for additional names and addresses of applicants 
for membership. 


